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Opening the Door to the American Dream: Increasing Higher Education Access 
and Success for Immigrants, a groundbreaking study by the Institute for Higher 
Education Policy, examines the systemic barriers that can prevent immigrants from 
enrolling in college and/or completing bachelor’s degrees. If these barriers are not 
overcome, the study argues, the nation may find itself with a workforce that does 
not have sufficient education to enable the United States to remain competitive in a 
global economy. 



Legal immigrants face a number of barriers that can prevent them from gaining access to the benefits of higher education. These 
barriers include limited finances, work and family responsibilities, varied academic backgrounds, limited English proficiency, and 
a lack of knowledge about the American system of higher education. Nationally, immigrants made up 12 percent of undergradu- 
ate students as of 2003-04 — a percentage that makes this group of minority students comparable in numbers to students with 
disabilities (11 percent), Hispanic students (13 percent), and Black students (14 percent) — but have received little attention in 
discussions of higher education policy. 



Immigrants and Higher Education in New York 
New York has one of the largest immigrant populations in the 
United States, with almost 4 million foreign-born residents 
making up 21 percent of the state’s population in 2005. 

• The state ranks third in the nation in foreign-born, limited English 
proficient residents. 

• New York’s immigrant population includes a wide range of national 
origins, with the largest percentage of foreign-born residents hailing 
from Latin America (about 50 percent). 

• Almost three-quarters of the state’s immigrants live in New York City, 
comprising 37 percent of the city’s population. 

• About 57 percent of undergraduate college students in New York are 
foreign-born. 



Immigrant college students in New York face challenges similar 
to those faced by immigrant students nationally but are better 
served by the local higher education system. 

• Almost half of New York immigrant undergraduate students had 
parents with no more than a high school education, and 76 percent 
of dependent immigrant undergraduates came from families with 
incomes in the two lowest income quintiles. 

• As of 2003-04, over two-thirds of the state’s immigrant undergraduate 
students were enrolled in a four-year college or university (compared 
to 36 percent nationally). 

• Additionally, 55 percent of immigrant undergraduates in New York were 
enrolled in school full-time (compared to 43 percent nationally). 

• Almost half (49 percent) of New York immigrant undergraduates 
received state grant aid (compared to 17 percent nationally). 



Distribution of Immigrant Undergraduates by 
Institutional Type for New York State and the 
United States, 2003-04 

SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, NATIONAL CENTER FOR EDUCATION STATISTICS, 
2003-04 NATIONAL POSTSECONDARY STUDENT AID STUDY 
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